STAR TAMER 
by Alfred Coppel 


Not for Cannon were the ship-worn paths of space—the easy, well-charted 

highroads from moon to planet and back—but the inward passage through 

the sun's embrace—where a ship flashes into flaming gas—and a man into 
a spaceman's myth! 


There are still plenty of old-timers around the Transmercurian yards 
who remember Joe Cannon personally. In fact with their lies and 
exaggerations they are fast turning Joe into a latter day legend—a cross 
between Paul Bunyan and Mortimer Snerd. One old gaffer swears Joe 
landed a Hawk Class ship in the middle of Union Square because he was 
late for a date at the Plaza, and another claims Cannon was the only moon- 
pilot ever to lose a rocket on a coral reef. That, if memory serves, would be 
the old R.S. Moonsprite, and there is a grain of fact in the story. The 
Moonsprite's tubes fizzled five hundred kilometers out and he dumped her 
into the Pacific. The coral reef was an anticlimax. Water landings were, 
after all, SOP in emergencies before the Nullgrav made space-piloting such 
a lead-pipe cinch for the yokelry. 

So like all legends, the ones about Joe Cannon have a little truth in 
them. A smidgen or so. And for better or worse Joe was famous. He was a 
pioneer, though he would hesitate to say so himself. Hesitate, mind you, not 
refuse. A veteran, no less. A veteran of every sort of misfortune and freak 
accident that could befall a rocketman. Burned tubes, gimpy gyros, runaway 
piles, the works. He seemed to attract trouble like honey attracts bees. And 
as if that weren't enough, Joe had ideas. All kinds. About deep-space 
navigation and everything concemed with it. Ideas such as only a pilot on 
the Earth-Moon run could have about Outside. 

Joe plotted orbits. Impossible orbits. He had reams of charts, shelves of 
them. And he worked on them every minute that he wasn't jetting—or in the 
hospital recuperating from the latest backhand of Dame Fortune. 

Just plain Keplerian ellipses weren't good enough for Joe Cannon. He 
tried hyperbolas, parabolas, multidimensional spirals. And trouble rode his 


shoulders like a pet monkey. Finally it happened. His company, Lunar 
Lines, Incorporated, got fed up. The medics ran him through the psych mill, 
classified him "accident prone" and clipped his wings close to the hide. 
Lunar Lines took him off the regular run in March of '13, gave him a pat on 
the back, a lapel button, and a small pension. At twenty nine he was a 
washed-up has-been, through with moon-piloting. This was in March. 

In May the payment of the pension was indignantly stopped. Joe was 
gainfully employed. In fact, he was biting the hand that fed him. Boosting 
was always one of Lunar Lines most lucrative sidelines. Ships were leaving 
Luna for the Deep Space Colonies by the dozen, and Lunar supplied all the 
takeoff assists. They did, that is, until Step Takeoffs, Ltd. set up a quonset 
on the Tycho ramp. Joe Cannon was in business for himself. 

Step Takeoffs, Ltd. consisted of one quonset, thirty square meters of 
floor-space in the Luna Community Maintenance Depot, a blonde secretary, 
a rusty bazooka registered as the R.S. Gay Lady, and Captain Joe Cannon. 

The quonset, floorspace, and secretary need no further description or 
mention. Suffice it to say that all were put to their best use. The Gay Lady 
was something else again. She was fat—almost as fat as she was long—and 
girded around with eighty tubes of a thousand kilos thrust each. Her nose 
was deeply concave to accommodate the girlish sterns of the sleek deep- 
spacers, and four magnaclaws, gymbal mounted, hung limply at the end of 
four articulated cranes. Looking at her as she squatted on her broad fins, 
one had the impression of a four-legged crab standing on its head. 

And if these qualities were not enough to make her unique on the Moon 
—or elsewhere—there was the fact that Joe had contrived to give her three 
times the boost of any bazooka Lunar Lines had in Tycho. 

You have probably forgotten by now the clumsy way in which the first 
deep-space flights were launched, so it might be worthwhile to mention it. 

The Colonies; on Mars and Europa, were far away and for at least 
eighteen months out of twenty inaccessible. 

Planets are like that. They refuse to stay neatly in line. So ships that left 
the Earth-Moon System for Outside had to carry fuel and plenty of it. Free- 
fall was all right for explorers, but as the Colonies grew, things got 
commercial and spacers had to travel at least a third of the way under 
drives. 


Unfortunately, takeoffs, even from the Moon, used fuel like mad; so the 
booster set-up was established at the Tycho spaceport. It worked like this: 

The bazooka was set up on the ramp with the spacer on top of it, 
grappled and secure. It would carry the full load of the takeoff and reach the 
best velocity commensurate with its limitations of range and the spacer 
would take it from there. It was, of course, important that the bazooka 
should not become carried away with enthusiasm before cutting the spacer 
free. This happened sometimes, and the bazooka was left without enough 
fuel for braking and the return to Luna. A powerful telescope set up in the 
right places can still pick out the frozen hulks that are the remains of too- 
lusty boosts. They circle the sun in long ellipses, like dark comets. 

Generally, however, the system worked—in spite of aborts, fadeouts 
and navigational goof-offs. The bazookas established the orbits of the 
spacers and waved them off with a high velocity and light purse and 
everyone was Satisfied. At least the skippers who rode off with Joe Cannon 
seldom complained. He delivered in kilometers per second and strictly 
conventional trajectories, keeping his dreamy ideas to himself. "He gave us 
a clean orbit," was the highest praise for a boost-pilot, and Joe came in for 
his share of the kudos. Why, a few of his satisfied customers even came 
forward to speak for him at the meeting of the Board of Inquiry after the 
Gay Lady vanished with the Martian Queen clutched firmly in her 
magnaclaws. 

Say what you like—Joe had friends. The skippers who happened to be 
in Tycho that night drank toasts to him and there were even a few beery 
eulogies. Then they went their separate ways, each probably wondering 
what would happen to "those poor devils" out on the Europa Colony now 
that Joe Cannon had goofed off and bollixed their one feeble chance for 
survival. 
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The truth of the matter is that Joe Cannon would never have gotten the 
Martian Queen boost job except for the extra dig the Gay Lady boasted. 

He was in Luna Control swapping lies with Wilkinson, the tower 
operator, when the first feeble cry came in from Europa. 


It was nearing the end of the long Lunar day and dark shadows from the 
crater rim were beginning to stretch out over the spaceport. Lights were on 
in all the quonsets, filling the black shadows with yellow gaps. A crescent 
Earth hung low on the eastern horizon against the light of space and the 
stars. 

Both Mars and Jupiter were heading into conjunction with the sun, and 
no ships were scheduled to leave Tycho for deep-space for six months or 
more. It was what old Moon hands called "the quiet time." 

Cannon and Wilkinson were well into the third round of wild tales when 
the lights on the deep-space transceiver began to flash. 

It was a message from Europa Colony, relayed in by the transsender in 
Syrtis Major. Reception was poor, almost unreadable. Solar interference 
filled the speaker with hissing confusion. But Wilkinson was good at his 
job, and when the speaker was still at last, he had the important part of the 
message. 

A mutated form of virus pneumonia was sweeping the Europa Colony 
and medical supplies were exhausted. Aid was needed, and badly—and 
quickly. 

Only Jupiter and its moons were sliding around behind the sun where 
they would remain for three months at least. A round-about trip on the 
fastest spacer available—the R.S. Martian Queen—would take nine weeks. 
And in nine weeks there wouldn't be any Europa Colony. 

Cannon got the boost job. Not because of the crazy idea he started 
peddling about a perihelion orbit—perihelion orbits were impossible to 
spacecraft of the time—but because the Gay Lady had more power and 
quick speed to offer than any of Lunar Lines' bazookas. 

"But why is a perihelion orbit impossible?" Joe demanded of the Senior 
Dispatcher at the briefing. "I've explained how it can be done. I'm willing to 
bet my neck on it!" 

"You would," the Dispatcher said dryly. He was a Lunar Lines man, 
himself. "But only you." 

If Joe expected any moral support from the Martian Queen's captain, he 
was doomed to disappointment. The grizzled oldster—he was almost forty 
—shook his head slowly. 

"Captain," Cannon protested hotly, "If you crawl out to Europa on a 
peripheral orbit you'll be just in time to bury those poor devils. You know 


that." 

"No," Captain Bullis said bluntly. "I can't risk my ship." 

"Lunar Lines wouldn't permit it," the Dispatcher said, and that clinched 
it. Lunar owned the Martian Queen. 

"You," said Joe Cannon angrily, "Are a pair of slobs. Lily-livered 
slobs." And with that he turned on his heel and left, making his way toward 
the Gay Lady's ramp with blood in his eye. 

At H-hour minus ten, Joe Cannon was settled into his shock harness. 
There are ways, he told himself, lots of ways. His face was pale and grim 
and he was thinking of the medical supplies the Queen carried and what 
they might mean to Europa Colony if they could get there on time. 

He felt a pang as he looked around the Gay Lady's control. This would 
be his last trip in her. Captain or no Captain, Lunar Lines or no Lunar Lines, 
that stuff in the Queen was going to get where it was needed—and damn 
fast. But it was going to cost plenty. It was going to cost him, Joe Cannon, 
plenty. 

The shots of graviniliphine he'd absorbed were slowing down his body 
processes and depressing him terribly. No matter how often he dosed 
himself with the G-resistant drug, it was always the same. As it took effect 
under the Moon's one-sixth gravity, Joe felt as though the universe were 
slipping down the drain—head first. 

Slowly, the familiar tears formed in his eyes and streaked his cheeks. 
No one, he thought bleakly, cared what happened to those poor Europans. 
People were a cruel, hard lot. The station medics had even refused the loan 
of an extra case of graviniliphine ampules. Of course, they hadn't any idea 
that he was planning to pile on enough Gs to kill a man protected by only a 
normal dosage—but it still showed man's inhumanity to man, the way they 
refused to let him have the stuff! He patted the bulging case of stolen 
ampules resting beside him sorrowfully. It seemed that every man just had 
to look out for himself. No one cared at all. Not for the Europans, or Joe, or 
the poor, doomed Gay Lady. 

Bullis' voice came into his headset as the technicians joined the spacer 
to the bazooka with an umbilical cord of wrist-thick cables. 

"Ready when you are, Captain Cannon. I want as near seven thousand 
meters per second as you can give me—on chart orbit 3225. Any 
questions?" His tone indicated that there should be none. 


"Just one, Captain," Cannon replied. "Are you sure you won't reconsider 
my offer?" 

"It's out of the question. The Queen hasn't enough speed for a perihelion 
run. The ship that has hasn't been built yet." 

"The ship, no. The ships..." 

Bullis cut him off. "Out of the question, I say. Anything else?" 

Cannon shrugged. Well, no one could say he hadn't tried. His eyes 
strayed to the chart pinned to his panel-board. It was not orbit 3225. It 
wasn't anything vaguely resembling it. And it called for a terminal velocity 
of thirty thousand meters per second—a good twelve thousand better than 
the Queen's flat-out best. I'd better be right, Cannon told himself, I'd better 
be one hundred percent right. Or else. 

He spoke into the chest mike with deceptive docility. "Just as you say, 
Captain Bullis. Stand by for tube check." 

One by one, the eighty tubes that ringed the Gay Lady's ample waist 
flickered into brief life. The bluish fire lit the dark spaceport and quickly 
faded. 

"Control from Gay Lady. Tubes four and twenty six show carbon 
yellow. Send scrapers on the double." Joe wasn't ordinarily that particular, 
but this time everything had to be perfect. The Lady's last boost had to be 
better than perfect. 

A crew of radiation-suited workmen appeared and crawled into the 
superheated tube openings. Within two minutes they were through and clear 
and Joe had tested the tubes again. They were right. The tower reported H 
minus three. Cannon swallowed hard. For what seemed an eternity, doubts 
assailed him. He could be wrong as well as the next guy. Better even, if the 
records counted for anything. And if he was wrong this time—the Lady and 
the Queen would join the Europan colonists in whatever place the good 
Lord kept for idiots who thought men belonged among the stars. 

"H minus One," Wilkinson's voice sounded metallic in Cannon's 
helmet-phones. 

"Queen ready," reported Bullis from above. "All secure for takeoff." 

Joe activated the pressure pumps of his acceleration harness and 
checked the Lady's oxygen flow. Warning lights flashed on the panel. "Lady 
ready," he said hollowly. 


"Tower watch on chart orbit 3225," Wilkinson reported. "Radar net on. 
Stand by to launch ships." 

In his telescreen Cannon could see the chrome red warning light 
flashing atop the tower. The ramps were clear, blast shields in place. 
Beyond the tower and the clustered quonsets, Joe could see the rising 
crescent of Earth, blue-green against the stars. 

"H minus thirty seconds," Wilkinson said, "Twenty-five, twenty, fifteen, 
ten, nine, eight, seven—" 

Joe almost changed his mind then. His gauntleted hand reached out for 
the timers to set up the conventional orbit. He had no right, he told himself, 
to risk the Queen and the lives of her crew on his hair-brained idea. And he 
had no right to throw away the Gay Lady and lay himself open to a charge 
of piracy or worse—if he lived. 

But the count was in his ears, and habit was too strong. As Wilkinson's 
voice reached "five" his hand came to rest on the firing studs instead of the 
orbital timers. At "three" his fingers tightened on the cold metal. 

"—Two—one!" 

Joe rammed the stud home and thunder shook the Gay Lady. 
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Roiling flames splashed the concrete apron of the ramp. Wilkinson 
leaned forward, watching through the tinted steelglas of the tower. No 
matter how often seen, the rising of a spacecraft is a stirring sight. The fire 
boils out of the nozzles, splashing and dancing in the blackness of the Lunar 
shadows, brightening and banishing them. The ships sway slightly as their 
gyros bite in, and the lift begins. Very slowly at first, and then with 
shocking swiftness, they move away from the imprisoning soil. A column 
of fire is their pedestal, and it grows long and angry. 

Then the column of fire parts company with the soil as though glad to 
be free and it follows the vanishing ships up, up into the night, a streak of 
man-made lightning among the vastnesses of eternal night... 

Underway, Joe felt better. The pulsing beat of the Lady's tubes was like 
a tonic to him. Under the steadily increasing G, the effects of the 
graviniliphine vanished, leaving him almost comfortable. 


There were problems now, but purely technical ones. He checked again 
to make sure that his projected orbit cleared Roche's Limit. It did. Barely. 
But by enough to guarantee that the Martian Queen wouldn't end up a cloud 
of rivets and scrap circling Sol. 

He let himself hope that the Queen's refrigeration system was working 
properly, because in about a week it was going to start getting awfully hot. 
A frown creased his face. Perhaps he wouldn't need to worry about that. 
Bullis might not take him aboard when he found out what was happening. 
Bullis looked like the kind of man who wouldn't appreciate the kind of fast 
and loose game Joe had worked on him. And the acceleration sickness he 
must be suffering now, thought Joe with a sudden grin, wouldn't make him 
more tractable either. The Lady was really pouring it on, and Bullis, not 
expecting so much quick push, hadn't let himself be drugged with 
graviniliphine. 

The indicator showed a velocity of seven thousand meters per second. 
That was good, even for the Lady. But it wasn't good enough. Not by about 
five thousand per second. Joe swallowed hard. He'd let himself hope that he 
might be able to save enough to pull the Lady out. The dials showed him he 
had been kidding himself. Almost half the fuel was gone already. He'd be 
lucky to get the required speed to get the Queen past Roche's Limit. A cold 
feeling moved into the pit of his stomach. Could he have been wrong, after 
all? Had he blasted himself and two ships into eternity on a half-cocked, 
unworkable orbit? 

Joe wasn't a religious man, but he began praying then. Praying hard. 
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Captain Bullis of the Martian Queen was a sharp man with a calculator 
and slide-rule. He'd had to be to get command of the one ship Lunar Lines 
had equipped for the long hauls of Outside. 

The painful effects of too many G too long began to wear off slightly 
after nine hours under way, and though still a trifle unsteady, he began to 
check his boost-pilot's work. 

Five minutes later the cables connecting the Martian Queen to the Gay 
Lady were sizzling. 

"Cannon! Cannon, I say!" Bullis roared, "Answer me!" 


Joe pondered the advisability of pretending intership communications 
were dead. Bullis sounded mad. Maybe even a little worse than mad. 
Hysterical, perhaps. 

Regretfully, Joe Cannon acknowledged Bullis' call. 

"You idiot! You bungling, stupid, thick-skull! What in the name of all 
the seven hells do you think you're doing?" 

"T've established an orbit, Captain," Joe said softly. 

There was a sound like bacon frying on the other end of the intercom. 
"Orbit! Orbit! I've just checked your blasted orbit! We're just sixty-one 
degrees off my charted arc! You've pitched us all into the Sun, you... you!" 
Bullis seemed to be having trouble finding words. 

"TIl have, you grounded for this! I'll have you hung for piracy! Cannon! 
Are you listening to me?" 

It was a strange thing, Joe thought as he snapped off the intercom, how 
little threats meant in the face of real danger. He was risking everything on 
one throw of the dice. Step Takeoffs would be made if the orbit he'd charted 
paid off. The Europa Colony would back him with their last cent of savings 
and the loss of the Lady would be nothing more than a sentimental 
misfortune. Sad, but necessary. On the other hand, he reflected with a 
qualm, if he were wrong—Bullis' threats would mean nothing at all. For a 
few moments he pondered the moral question posed by his usurpation of 
the authority that normally belonged to the Queen's Captain. It really wasn't 
right for him to risk the Queen and the lives of the men aboard her on an 
untried scheme. Still, one had to weigh their lives against the lives of all the 
doomed men, women and children in the Europa Colony. Everything, 
thought Cannon, was relative. All for one and one for all—and the devil 
take the hindmost. 

He drove the Gay Lady harder. Her fuel was vanishing fast and her 
velocity wasn't enough yet. Eighty five hundred meters per second. Thirty 
five more, Lady, he pleaded mentally, only thirty five more. 

The point of no return came and passed almost unnoticed. There was no 
returning for Joe Cannon. He was committed from the time the Lady lifted 
from Tycho. Slowly, very slowly, the velocity built up. Nine thousand. 
Ninety three hundred. Joe watched the tube temperatures with pounding 
heart. They were riding the red lines and rising fast. Bullis' communication 
light was flashing angrily, demanding his attention. Joe ignored it. 


An hour passed. Two. The Lady groaned with an effort that had never 
been built into her. Sweat streaked Cannon's face as the velocity inched 
higher with agonizing slowness. Ten thousand five hundred meters per- 
second—and the tube temperatures well into the red danger zones. If the 
tubes melted, the Queen and the Lady were finished. Joe didn't want to let 
himself think of what it would be like to plunge into the Sun. The very 
thought brought icy sweat to his face. Bullis' light still flashed. I'll have to 
talk to him, thought Joe. May as well get it over with. 

"Captain Bullis, this is Cannon—" 

The Captain's voice sounded strangely febrile and unsteady, but cold 
with hell's own fury. 

"All right, Cannon," the intercom said weakly, "You've gotten your way 
and killed us all. If the acceleration doesn't finish us, Sol will. We're 
committed to your perihelion orbit. Start talking..." 

"I'm not going to start telling you how sorry I am, if that's what you 
mean," Cannon said shakily, "Maybe I'm wrong and maybe not, but here 
goes. Get this. I'm pushing the bazooka for all she's got. If I can get twelve 
thousand meters per second out of her, we're in business. The Queen is 
good for twenty in space and that'll be enough to get us through outside to 
Roche's Limit..." Joe found himself talking fast and not wanting to think 
about what a small mistake in calculation would mean. "When I get to 
twelve, we'll cut the Lady free, and—" 

"And I'll take you aboard, is that it?" Bullis spoke as though the words 
were icy droplets on his tongue. 

"T, well..." Joe swallowed hard. "Yes, Captain. That's about it." 

"Your figures check—On paper," Bullis said faintly. "Since there's 
nothing else to be done, we'll have to try it." He paused. "But Cannon—" 

"What is it?" 

"If I'm alive when you step aboard this ship—I'm going to... beat the 
living hell out of you...." 

Joe grinned in spite of himself. "It's a date," he said. 
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Outside the ships, the black night of space keened silently. It seemed to 
be waiting, Joe Cannon thought, for one mistake. One error, however small, 


so that it could claim the human lives within the shells of the Queen and the 
Lady for its personal prizes. 

As the hours passed, the abused power plant of the Gay Lady moaned. 
The speed stood steady at eleven thousand meters per second, flat out, and 
it refused to rise further. Cannon, space-suited now, and ready for the jump 
into the Queen, lay in the harness, staring at the instruments before him in 
frustration. It had never occurred to him that the Lady would fail. Eleven 
thousand. Not enough. Not enough by one thousand. Joe choked back the 
bitter taste of failure that crowded into his throat. 

No! There had to be a way! Cannon glared at the unresponsive dials. 
One thousand meters. He looked away, around the cluttered interior of the 
straining bazooka. She wouldn't hold together much longer. Already, her 
seams were parting here and there under the strain and the air pressure in 
the cabin was dropping— 

Air pressure! Without daring to let himself hope he sprang into action. 
The atmosphere cylinders were stacked near the valve. He snatched the 
small repair torch and slammed the faceplate on his helmet. 

Within seconds, he was outside on the hull, clinging to the metal with 
magnetic shoes and welding fast a cylinder to the plates. All around him the 
black night of Outside loomed vast and incredibly lonely. The Sun blazed 
hungrily far below, dimming by comparison the flickering light of the 
Lady's tubes. 

Ten times Cannon returned to the interior of the ship, each time for a 
cylinder that was welded securely just above the flaming drive-tubes 
surrounding the Lady. 

When at last it was done, Joe inched around the circumference of the 
Lady, setting improvised nozzles of alloy tubing so that their open ends 
rode just above the atomic fire of the drives. 

He wished fervently for some sort of remote control system, but there 
was none. This trick had to be turned by hand. Joe Cannon's hand. 

He swallowed hard and opened the valve on the first cylinder. A jet of 
liquid oxygen shot from the improvised nozzle and into the roaring blast of 
the tubes. The universe seemed to vanish in a white gout of fire. The Lady 
trembled to the violence of oxy-atomic fission. Joe fell backward, clanging 
to the hull plates. He could feel the ship's slight increase in speed. He was 
on the right track! Quickly he moved from cylinder to cylinder, spilling 


liquid oxygen into the exhaust of the tubes. The Lady trembled her protest, 
and the stern hull plates, unable to withstand the heat of the reinforced 
flame, began to melt. 

Joe staggered back into the control room. The velocity was increasing. 
Eleven thousand five hundred. He stuffed the stolen graviniliphine into the 
outer pockets of his suit and made ready to move quickly. The needle 
climbed higher. Eleven thousand eight hundred. 

The control room was suddenly insufferably hot. The progressive 
melting of the stern plates was becoming faster, superheating the whole 
ship. 

Then suddenly, with the sound of a lava blister bursting, the tortured 
metal gave way. A jagged hole appeared for one insane instant, outlining 
the nebulous streak of the Milky Way. Then the contents of the Lady, Joe 
Cannon among them, went spilling out into space, her atmosphere freezing 
into globules of ice that joined the cloud of debris circling her and the 
Queen like a ring of moon-lets. 

The blowout did it. With her last life, the Lady pushed the Queen up to 
twelve thousand. Fighting his way through the spinning debris, Joe Cannon 
knew it. The orbit would work. The proper velocity had been attained. He 
was laughing with hysterical glee as he banged on the airlock of the 
Martian Queen. 

The Lady fell away as the Queen's tubes flared into life. Joe saw her 
drop back from his perch near the Queen's valve. This was the first trip, he 
thought grandiosely, on a route that one day men would call Cannon's 
Orbit! 

There would be ships designed for it. A new Company, perhaps, 
offering quick trips to Mars and Europa by skirting Roche's Limit—vwell 
Sunward of Mercury. There would be a fancy name for it, too. Something 
simple, but appropriate—Transmercurian! 


KKK 


Joe clung to the Queen's outer plates banging with his armored fists on 
the valve. There was no response. Joe felt his enthusiasm flag. Was it 
possible, he asked himself, that Bullis would leave him out here to die like a 
dog just because he had taken a few necessary liberties? 


He banged harder. The night of space seemed to leer hungrily at him, 
and he felt very small and lonely. Still the lock remained adamant. 

After what seemed a long, long time, a crack of light split the starlit 
gloom. The valve was swinging open—very slowly. Joe clambered into the 
Queen filled with unease and misgivings. He had thought the problems 
were over, but suddenly it came to him that he had overlooked something 
important—something very important—in his rash desire to prove the orbit. 

Bullis was waiting for him—alone. He stood in the glare of. the 
flurotubes, a crumbling wraith. His face was gray and emaciated and he 
rocked back and forth unsteadily on his feet. Cannon knew that look. It was 
acceleration sickness. Bullis had taken too much for too long without the 
proper protection of graviniliphine. 

Cannon felt the blood drain out of him, leaving him stunned and cold. In 
his haste and eagerness, he had almost killed Bullis. And Bullis hadn't 
complained—feeling that once they were committed to Cannon's orbit, life- 
saving graviniliphine was forever out of reach! 

Bullis took a step forward, half-falling. Cannon didn't know whether or 
not the man was trying to hit him. He felt sick, wishing Bullis could hit him 
—hit him hard enough to beat some sense into his head. 

Bullis sprawled out at Cannon's feet, his mouth working spasmodically. 
"Crew—help my crew..." he gasped. 

Then Cannon was on his knees, stripping off the wrapping that held the 
graviniliphine ampules, breaking out a sterile needle and thrusting the stuff 
into Bullis' emaciated arm. 

Cannon stayed on his knees, too, for the rest of the trip. Bullis, weak 
and lachrymose from the drug, helped him dose the rest of the Queen's 
people, but Cannon never forgot how near he'd come to killing those 
spacemen. An oversight, they told him jokingly, but Cannon could feel their 
thoughts. A clown. That's what they were thinking, he was sure of it. It had 
been a near thing. So for the rest of the trip, Cannon stayed on his knees— 
figuratively, of course. Actually, he was in the brig. 

It was after the Queen was safely down and the medical supplies on 
their way to Europa that Captain Bullis let Cannon out and took him into 
his cabin. 

"Cannon, my boy," Bullis said, "That was a great piece of astrogation 
you did. I must admit it. Rash and ill-advised, perhaps, but mathematically 


perfect." 

Cannon's spirits began to rise. 

"Of course," Bullis continued, "You almost wrecked my ship, you did 
wreck yours and you almost killed my men." He paused, still weak, Cannon 
thought, from his bout with acceleration sickness. "However, I do 
appreciate the fact that we got the job done. That's the important, thing, isn't 
it?" 

Cannon beamed. "Yes, sir." 

"You should be rewarded," Bullis told him. 

Cannon shrugged modestly. "Really, Captain—" 

"I insist." 

"Well, then—" Joe, rashly, put out his hand. 

Bullis swung. His fist connected with the point of Cannon's jaw and 
sent him sprawling. Cannon got to his feet. Bullis knocked him down again. 

He stood over him, but Cannon stayed where he was. Wisely. Bullis 
wasn't as weak as he had thought. 

"It worked this once, Cannon," Bullis said. "By the grace of the gods of 
space. But next time—if there ever is a next time for you—think. Think, 
dammit!" 

Cannon thought. He spent a long time thinking. About the orbit and 
what it would take to make it safe and practicable. Bullis helped, too. Not 
with fists, though he probably felt like it many times. He rode herd on 
Cannon unmercifully. It was the beginning of a painful friendship for Joe. 

Painful, but rewarding. 

Transmercurian runs regular perihelion flights now. Cargo, mail and 
sometimes passengers—if they can stand the mammoth dosages of 
graviniliphine the acceleration makes necessary. 

Cannon and Bullis are partners in the line and doing well, but there's 
one thing they never talk about. Other men can discuss the beginning of 
their friendship rationally. Cannon always feels like ducking when Bullis 
mentions theirs. That first handshake was a thrill Cannon won't ever forget. 
His jaw still aches when he thinks of it. 


